Did you always want to be a biologist? No. From the ages of 10 to 19, all I wanted to be was a virtuoso rock guitarist -the next Steve Vai or Joe Satriani. But I've been interested in biology for as far back as I can remember. I was always collecting spiders, insects, snakes and other creatures. I had hamsters and gerbils as pets and a close childhood companion of mine was my cat, Charlie. During family dinners, the TV was often on and tuned to wildlife shows. So, I guess, my interest in biology gradually just became a part of who I was and not something that initially came to mind as a career choice.
As you might imagine, my dad wasn't thrilled with my obsession with the guitar and, by the time I was in high school, he was relentless in his attempts to steer my interests and ambitions towards medical school. Two other things also happened around this time. First, my teachers were increasingly encouraging about my aptitude for science and, second, I realized that I just didn't have the discipline to become a virtuoso musician.
By the end of my fi rst year of college, I knew I wanted to study biology for the rest of my life. My favorite course was Developmental Biology and I remember loving it so much that I read the textbook coverto-cover twice! However, I ended up majoring in philosophy because I was enamored with the idea that all of science originated in philosophy. More practically, the requirements for a philosophy major were loose enough that I was able to take all the courses in biology and psychology that I wanted while avoiding courses in botany that I dreaded and were required for a biology degree.
How did you get interested in neuroscience in particular?
My fascination with the brain and its evolution probably started when I read a popular book by Carl Sagan entitled "The Dragons of Eden". One of the captivating ideas it presented was the 'triune' brain theory (now thoroughly debunked). This was a model of brain evolution put forth by Paul MacLean that argued that our brains have an ancient reptilian core that controls basic survival functions, a paleomammalian complex (the limbic system) which controls emotions, followed by a neomammalian neocortex which controls rational thought. He suggested that these different systems evolved on top of each other in a sequence over the course of evolution. It sounded super cool at the time.
Because I was still being pushed towards medical school and knew that getting 'research experience' would look good on my application, I sought work in a lab. My fi rst experience was to culture bacteria, extract their DNA and then amplify certain sequences using PCR. I had no interest in studying biology at that level and, frankly, I'm not sure how I ended up in that lab. I think I just asked around to see who was looking for help. The next time around, I was more proactive and sought a professor who was actually doing neuroscience. There was one, Mark DeSantis. I just accosted him in his offi ce and asked if I could work in his lab. He was enthusiastic! We started a project together looking at motor neuron development in the rat spinal cord. Mark showed me how to do immunohistochemistry, to section tissue, to look at it under a microscope, to take photomicrographs and develop them into slides, and to present the data at a conference. He really took me under his wing.
Around the same time, I started reading more serious books on neuroscience on my own as there were no neuroscience classes at my university. This was the early 1990s and the 'Decade of the Brain' was just underway. Few small schools at that time had neuroscience departments. I read whatever few neuroscience books were on offer at our small bookstore. The fi rst was "The Foundations of the Neuron Doctrine" by Gordon Shepherd; the second was "Body and Brain" by Dale Purves (an absolutely lovely book that I've read more than once and still consult frequently); and the third was "Stress, the aging brain and the mechanisms of neuron death" by Robert Sapolsky (probably because 'neuron death' sounded cool to me at the time).
This led me to the next lab I worked in and that kind of became a home for me, intellectually and personally. Matthew Grober, a charismatic New Yorker, had just arrived at the university and was starting his lab. He studied the mechanisms of sexual plasticity using sex-changing fi sh as a model system. In the social system of this fi sh, if the dominant male dies for whatever reason, one of the females changes sex to take his place. A number of hypotheses to explain the mechanisms needed for this massive anatomical and physiological transformation have been proposed, including ones invoking roles for stress, neurogenesis and neuron death. The Grober lab framed its investigation of this incredible fi sh by addressing all of Tinbergen's four question areas:
